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Familial Properties by Nhung Tuyet Tran focuses on gender relations in premodern 
Vietnam. Tran uses an array of sources from the Le and Mac dynasties to challenge 
notions of “authentic” Vietnamese culture and women’s place within this culture. 
Much of Tran’s book centres around confronting three common truisms replicated 
and discussed within Vietnamese studies: that women’s status in Vietnamese 
history has been able to demonstrate either Vietnamese uniqueness, Southeast 
Asian cultural cohesion, or the lingering presence of Confucian oppression. These 
truisms imply a passive position on the part of women; in this iteration, their 
treatment reflected the region’s development. Rather, here, Tran endeavours to 
critically examine gender from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries in order 
to show that economic conditions, as well as individuals’ responses to those 
conditions, shaped women’s lives as much as official state policies and ideologies 
(p. 3). Further, the book shows that gender was a central aspect of governance and 
social relationships in the region in the centuries before the colonial period. Tran 
uses state laws, village conventions, morality texts, folk poetry, dictionaries, legal 
cases, stele inscriptions, and foreign observations in order to bolster her argument. 
As Tran herself notes, there are more sources from the Northern Realm; however, 
this is a matter of availability and the book still provides a sense of women’s 
lives in the Southern Realm (p. 94). Tran’s sources are primarily pulled from the 
Le (1428-1788), Mac (1527-1592), Trinh (1533-1783), and Nguyen (1558-1778) 
dynastic entities and the elites who articulated state power (p. 4).
While political elites and aristocrats attempted to consolidate power and 
control the population through neo-Confucian dictates, everyday realities meant 
that women wielded considerable economic and agricultural control. In the first 
chapter, Tran writes that the possibility of men’s absence (as a result of corvée or 
military conscription) meant that women could bypass official rules excluding 
their participation in the public sphere through the accumulation of capital. Tran 
shows that in light of economic hardship and lack of reliable state protection, 
by the eighteenth century, women had stepped in and became patrons of village 
projects—such as markets and bridges—at a higher rate than men (p. 37). Tran 
also shows that women used Le and Mac emphases on sexual morality in order 
to protect their bodily autonomy and property. These women were able to do so 
by capitalizing on a rhetoric of widow chastity and commissioning steles that 
proclaimed their chastity (pp. 94-95). In this way, women declared their morality 
above reproach, protected their status as free persons, and ensured their own 
protection under state law. Tran also shows that, in some ways, women’s access 
to the property they brought into their marriages was less autonomous than 
previously thought (p. 147). Tran suggests that the power dynamics within each 
family (as well as an individual woman’s own status and wealth) determined 
whether or not women would hold authority over their household properties. 
This adds nuance to the common assertion that Vietnamese women enjoyed a 
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high amount of autonomy in the premodern period. Another interesting result of 
women’s patronage was the maintenance of their ancestral rights. To quell their 
fear of becoming hungry ghosts after death, women donors tasked local leaders 
with electing them as an after-spirit/after-buddha that would receive ancestral 
offerings from the community after their deaths (p. 166). These women were also 
able to name the whole of the community as their successors (those who would 
inherit these women’s property), thus ascertaining a measure of control over their 
own spiritual lives in choosing to give to the community.
The book’s end returns to some of the oft-repeated truisms of Vietnamese 
history, framing them within their French colonial “modernist” and Vietnamese 
nationalist contexts. Tran articulates the development of the nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century uses of gender to fashion national identity. Through this 
articulation, she provides contrast to the premodern use of gender in encouraging 
moral order with a modern use of gender that defined the development of the 
nation. To this end, Tran’s work provides us an empirical study showing that 
both women’s oppression and agency at this time was neither complete nor was 
it comprehensive. In this way, Tran’s book is an impressive addition to women’s 
history in Southeast Asia and an important study showing the significance of 
gender in the precolonial era.
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Cela fait plus de deux siècles que Jean-Baptiste Truteau suscite l’attention, depuis 
que la relation de son voyage fait en 1794-1796 pour le compte des autorités 
espagnoles de Saint-Louis a circulé et été utilisée par Thomas Jefferson ou 
François-Marie Perrin du Lac. Au fil des trouvailles archivistiques et des éditions 
jusqu’à celle de 2006, la dernière en date avant celle-ci, tout ce qui restait de ses 
écrits avait fini par être connu (jusqu’à d’autres découvertes possibles), mais il 
manquait un travail de référence exhaustif et une biographie du personnage. Les 
deux arrivent presque simultanément et c’est une excellente nouvelle. Truteau fait 
en effet partie des « aventuriers » auquel Gilles Havard consacre un chapitre dans 
L’Amérique fantôme. Les aventuriers francophones du Nouveau Monde (2019).
Le volume proposé de DeMallie, Parks et Vézina se distingue par deux 
aspects fondamentaux : il présente en version bilingue les textes de Truteau, ce 
qui offre pour la première fois à un public anglophone l’ensemble du corpus; 
il en donne une excellente édition scientifique, dont il faut surtout retenir deux 
